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Introduction

I believe strongly in the value of electronic mail in both corporate and personal domains. Email is cheaper and faster than a letter, less intrusive than a phone call, less hassle than a FAX. Using email, differences in location and time zone are less of an obstacle to communication. There is also evidence that email leads to a more egalitarian information structure. 

Because of these advantages, email use is exploding. By 1998, 30% of adults in the United States and Canada had come on-line. 

Sadly, in the twenty-plus years that I have been using email, I have seen a large number of people suffer mishaps because they did not understand how to adjust their communication styles to this new medium. I wrote this document to try to help people avoid those problems. 

This is not a document on the mechanics of sending email - which buttons to push or how to attach a photograph. Those details are different for every different email software package, and are better handled by manuals for the program. I instead focus on the content of an email message: how to say what you need to say. I don't think of this as email etiquette (commonly called netiquette) because I don't think these guidelines merely show you how to be a nice person. These guidelines show you how to be more efficient, clear, and effective. 

This is not dogma. There will be people who disagree with me on specific points. But, if there was only one right answer, there wouldn't be a need to write this guide. Hopefully, this guide will make you examine your assumptions about email and thus help you maximize your email effectiveness. Then you can write to reflect your own personality and choice. 



What Makes Email Different?

Electronic communication, because of its speed and broadcasting ability, is fundamentally different from paper-based communication. Because the turnaround time can be so fast, email is more conversational than traditional paper-based media. 

In a paper document, it is absolutely essential to make everything completely clear and unambiguous because your audience may not have a chance to ask for clarification. With email documents, your recipient can ask questions immediately. Email thus tends, like conversational speech, to be sloppier than communications on paper. 

This is not always bad. It makes little sense to slave over a message for hours, making sure that your spelling is faultless, your words eloquent, and your grammar beyond reproach, if the point of the message is to tell your co-worker that you are ready to go to lunch. 

However, your correspondent also won't have normal status cues such as dress, diction, or dialect, so may make assumptions based on your name, address, and - above all - facility with language. You need to be aware of when you can be sloppy and when you have to be meticulous. 

Email also does not convey emotions nearly as well as face-to-face or even telephone conversations. It lacks vocal inflection, gestures, and a shared environment. Your correspondent may have difficulty telling if you are serious or kidding, happy or sad, frustrated or euphoric. Sarcasm is particularly dangerous to use in email. 

Another difference between email and older media is that what the sender sees when composing a message might not look like what the reader sees. Your vocal cords make sound waves that are perceived basically the same by both your ears as your audience's. The paper that you write your love note on is the same paper that the object of your affection sees. But with email, the software and hardware that you use for composing, sending, storing, downloading, and reading may be completely different from what your correspondent uses. Your message's visual qualities may be quite different by the time it gets to someone else's screen. 

Thus your email compositions should be different from both your paper compositions and your speech. I wrote this document to show you how to tailor your message to this new medium. 

In a conversation, there is some minimum of shared context. You might be in the same physical location, and even on the phone you have, at minimum, commonality of time. When you generate a document for paper, usually there is some context embedded in the medium: the text is in the proceedings of a conference, written on a birthday card, handed to your professor with a batch of Econ 101 term papers, or something similar. 

With email, you can't assume anything about a sender's location, time, frame of mind, profession, interests, or future value to you. This means, among other things, that you need to be very, very careful about giving your receivers some context. This section will give specific strategies for doing so. 

Useful Subject Lines

A subject line that pertains clearly to the email body will help people mentally shift to the proper context before they read your message. The subject line should be brief (as many mailers will truncate long subject lines), does not need to be a complete sentence, and should give a clue to the contents of the message. For example: 


Subject: need 3 thrombos by Tues


Chris - I need three thromblemeisters for Thursday's


demo in Boston.  They need to be left-handed, and


they need to be packed for shipping by Tuesday night.

Here the subject line summarizes nicely the most important details of the message. 

If your message is in response to another piece of email, your email software will probably preface the subject line with Re: or RE: (for REgarding). If your email composition software doesn't do this, it would be polite to put in RE: by hand. 


Subject: Re: need 3 thrombos by Tues


Pat - I've got two thromblemeisters already packed


from last week's demo, but I don't have another


functional left-handed one right now.  Can you


cope with two lefties and one rightie?

For time-critical messages, starting with URGENT: is a good idea (especially if you know the person gets a lot of email): 


Subject: URGENT: need left-handed thrombo


I've *got* to have another left-handed thromblemeister


for the Boston demo, and I need it by tomorrow


afternoon.  Chris only has two, and I've got to have


three.  Chris *does* have a broken leftie, so if


anyone could fix that one, or if they have one in


their desk somewhere, I'd really appreciate it!

For requests, starting with REQ: can signal that action is needed: 


Subject: REQ: turn in thrombos


Pat's call for a left-handed thromblemeister


turned up 12 functional lefties that were 


lying around people's offices unused.  Please


take a moment to look around your area for 


thromblemeisters (rightie *or* leftie) that you 


are no longer using, and get them back to Chris.

If you are offering non-urgent information that requires no response from the other person, prefacing the subject line with FYI: (For Your Information) is not a bad idea, as in 


Subject: FYI: donuts in break room 


The donut fairy left a dozen doughnuts in the


downstairs break room.  First come, first served!

Information, Please

Do yourself a favor and eliminate the word "information" from your subject lines (and maybe from the body of your message as well). When I was the webmaster for the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, I got a lot of email that looked like this: 


Subject: information


Please send me information about UIUC.

This gave me very little clue as to what the person wanted to know about: admission application deadlines? The number of students? The acreage? The number of buildings? Was I supposed to send paper documents or give URLs? The only thing I could do with email like this was ask for further context. Mail like this would have been much better as 


Subject: UIUC history


Are there any Web pages about the history of the U of I?

Quoting Documents

If you are referring to previous email, you should explicitly quote that document to provide context. 

Instead of sending email that says: 


yes

Say: 


> Did you get all of the left-handed thromblemeisters


> that you needed?


yes

The greater-than sign (>) is the most conventional way to quote someone else's email words, but your email software may use a different convention. 

Even if there are a fair number of words in your response, you still might need to quote the previous message. Imagine getting a response on Monday to some email that you can't quite remember sending on Friday. 


I talked to them about it the other day, and they want to see


the other one before they make up their minds.

Your response would probably be the highly articulate, "Huh???" It would be much easier for you to understand email that said: 


> I've got the price quote for the Cobra subassembly 


> ready; as soon as I get a decision on the 


> thromblemeister selection, I'll be ready to go.  


> Have you talked to the thermo guys about whether 


> they are ready to go with the left-handed thrombo or 


> do they want to wait and check out the right-handed 


> one first?

        I talked to them about it the other day, and they want to see

        the other one before they make up their minds.

This is substantially better, but now errs on the side of too much context. The first three lines have nothing to do with the question being answered. You should only include enough to provide a context for the message and no more. (Peter Kimble, my high school computer science teacher, now gives his students the heuristic that at least half of the lines in an email message should be their own.) 

You need only enough context to frame the question being answered: 


> Have you talked to the thermo guys about whether 


> they are ready to go with the left-handed thrombo or 


> do they want to wait and check out the right-handed 


> one first?

        I talked to them about it the other day, and they want to see

        the other one before they make up their minds.

Remove Pronouns

The above example gives a good amount of context, but the response to it still takes a little effort to follow. A good rule is to look very carefully at all pronouns in your first three sentences. If they don't refer to something explicitly stated in the email, change them to something concrete. 


> Have you talked to the thermo guys [about which handedness 


> they want]?


I talked to the thermo group on Wednesday, and they 


think the left-handed thromblemeister will probably 


work, but they want to evaluate the right-handed unit 


before they make up their minds.

Now the answer is very clear and specific. And, since the response contains implicit yet clear references to the original message, less explicitly quoted material is needed. Responses like this, with the context mostly in the body of the message, are the easiest to understand. Unfortunately, they take the longest to compose. 

If you want to quote a sentence that is in the middle of a paragraph, or wraps around lines, go ahead and remove everything but the part that you were really interested in, inserting "[...]" if you have to take something out in the middle. You can also paraphrase by using square brackets, as above. 

If the message isn't important enough to you to warrant the time to pare the original message down, include the whole thing after your response, not before. If you put the original message at the end, your readers don't have to look at it unless they don't understand the context of your response. 

Summary

You may know what you are talking about, but your readers may not. Give them the proper context by: 

· Giving useful subject lines 

· Avoiding pronouns in the first three lines 

· Quoting the previous message 
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